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Jordan: Background and U.S. Relations 



Summary 

This report provides an overview of Jordanian politics and current issues in 
U.S. -Jordanian relations. It provides a brief overview of Jordan’s government and 
economy and of its cooperation in promoting Arab-Israeli peace and other U.S. 
policy objectives in the Middle East. This report will be updated periodically to 
reflect new developments. 

Several issues in U.S. -Jordanian relations are likely to figure in decisions by 
Congress and the Administration on future aid to and cooperation with Jordan. 
These include the stability of the Jordanian regime, the role of Jordan in the 
Arab-Israeli peace process, Jordan’s role in stabilizing Iraq, and U.S. -Jordanian 
military and intelligence cooperation. 

Although the United States and Jordan have never been linked by a formal 
treaty, they have cooperated on a number of regional and international issues over the 
years. The country’s small size and lack of major economic resources have made it 
dependent on aid from Western and friendly Arab sources. U.S. support, in particular, 
has helped Jordan deal with serious vulnerabilities, both internal and external. 
Jordan’s geographic position, wedged between Israel, Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, 
has made it vulnerable to the strategic designs of its more powerful neighbors, but 
has also given Jordan an important role as a buffer between these potential 
adversaries. In 1990, Jordan’s unwillingness to join the allied coalition against Iraq 
disrupted its relations with the United States and the Persian Gulf states; however, 
relations improved throughout the 1990s as Jordan played an increasing role in the 
Arab-Israeli peace process and distanced itself from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. 

In the last decade, annual U.S. assistance to Jordan has more than quadrupled, 
from a total of $223 million in FY1998 to an estimated $912 million in FY2008. 
Since FY2003, Jordan's total assistance package has averaged over $700 million per 
fiscal year. This higher figure is due in part to large allocations for Jordan in 
subsequent supplemental appropriations acts (a total of $1 .78 billion since FY2003). 
In addition to the preceding funds specifically earmarked for Jordan, emergency 
supplemental bills also have contained funds to reimburse Pakistan, Jordan, and other 
key cooperation states for logistical expenses in support of U.S. military operations. 
Increased U.S. aid has reflected the Bush Administration’s appreciation for Jordan’s 
role in combating terrorism and rebuilding Iraq. It also may be an acknowledgment 
of Jordan’s vulnerabilities in a region made more volatile by instability in Iraq and 
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. The Administration’s FY2009 request to 
Congress is $535.4 million for U.S. aid to Jordan. This includes $263.5 in economic 
aid and $235 million in military assistance. 
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Jordan: Background and U.S. Relations 



Overview 



Although the United States and Jordan have never been linked by a formal 
treaty, they have cooperated on a number of regional and international issues over the 
years. The country’s small size and lack of major economic resources have made it 
dependent on aid from Western and friendly Arab sources. U.S. support, in particular, 
has helped Jordan deal with serious vulnerabilities, both internal and external. 
Jordan’s geographic position, wedged between Israel, Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, 
has made it vulnerable to the strategic designs of its more powerful neighbors, but 
has also given Jordan an important role as a buffer between these potential 
adversaries. In 1990, Jordan’s unwillingness to join the allied coalition against Iraq 
disrupted its relations with the United States and the Persian Gulf states; however, 
relations improved throughout the 1990s as Jordan played an increasing role in the 
Arab-Israeli peace process and distanced itself from the Iraqi regime of Saddam 
Hussein. 

Figure 1. Country Map of Jordan 
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Domestic Politics and the Economy 

Jordan, created by colonial powers after World War I, initially consisted of 
desert or semi-desert territory east of the Jordan River, inhabited largely by people 
of Bedouin tribal background. The establishment of the state of Israel brought large 
numbers of Palestinian refugees to Jordan, which subsequently annexed a small 
Palestinian enclave west of the Jordan River. The original “East Bank” Jordanians, 
though probably no longer a majority in Jordan, remain predominant in the country’ s 
political and military establishments and form the bedrock of support for the 
Jordanian monarchy. Jordanians of Palestinian origin comprise an estimated 55% to 
70% of the population and generally 

The Hashemite Royal 
Family 

Jordan is a hereditary 
constitutional monarchy under the 
prestigious Hashemite family, 
which claims descent from the 
Prophet Muhammad. King 
Abdullah II has ruled the country 
since 1999, when he succeeded to 
the throne upon the death of his 
father, the late King Hussein, upon 
the latter’s death after a 47-year 
reign. Educated largely in Britain 
and the United States, King 
Abdullah II had earlier pursued a 
military career, ultimately serving 
as commander of Jordan’s Special 
Operations Forces with the rank of 
Major General. There is currently 
no designated Crown Prince; 
however, under Article 28 of the 
constitution, the King’s 14-year-old 
son Prince Hussein is next in line of 
succession to the throne. King 
Abdullah II (age 46) has won 
approval for his energetic and hands-on style of governing; however, some 
Jordanians, notably Palestinians and Islamic fundamentalists, are opposed to his 
policies of cooperating with the United States on issues such as Iraq and the Arab- 
Israeli peace process. According to one former Jordanian cabinet official, “He [King 
Abdullah] talks about information technology and foreign investment, but he doesn’t 
really know his own people.” 1 



tend to gravitate toward the private sector. 





Jordan in Brief 


Population 

(2008): 


6.198.677 est. 


Area: 


89.213 sq. km. (34,445 sq. mi., 
slightly smaller than Indiana) 


Ethnic 

Groups: 


Arabs 98%; Circassians 1%; 
Armenians 1% 


Religion: 


Sunni Muslim 92%; Christian 6%; 
small Muslim sects 2% (2001 
est.) 


Literacy 

(2003):” 


91% (male 96%, female 86%) 


GDP (2006): 


$12.5 billion; real growth 6.3% 


Inflation 

(2006): 


6.3% 


Unemploy- 
ment (2007): 


13.5% (official estimate); ca. 30% 
according to some unofficial 
estimates 


Armed 

Forces 

(2004): 


personnel 100,500; tanks 952; 
combat aircraft 101 


External 
Debt (2006): 


$7.3 billion 


Sources: U.S. Dept, of State; Central Bank of Jordan; 
other U.S. and Jordanian government departments; 
The Economist Intelligence Unit (London) 



1 “Jordan’s King Risks Shah’s Fate, Critics Warn,” Los Angeles Times, October 1, 2006. 
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The king appoints a prime minister to head the government and the Council of 
Ministers (cabinet). Typically, Jordanian governments last about 1.5 years before 
they are dissolved by royal decree. This is done in order to bolster the king’s reform 
credentials and to dispense patronage to various elites. The king also appoints all 
judges and is commander of the armed forces. 

Parliament, Constitution, and Elections 

Jordan’s bicameral legislature is composed of an elected 110-member lower 
house and an appointed 55-member upper house. 2 Building on his father’s legacy, 
King Abdullah II has supported a limited parliamentary democracy, while 
periodically curtailing dissent when it threatened economic reforms or normalization 
of relations with Israel. Overall, parliament has limited power. In theory, it can 
override the veto authority of the king with a two-thirds majority in both the upper 
and lower houses. A two-thirds majority of the lower house can also dissolve the 
cabinet with a “no confidence” vote. However, since both houses almost always have 
solid pro-govemment majorities, such actions are rarely attempted (once in April 
1963). The constitution enables the king to dissolve parliament and postpone lower 
house elections for two years. 3 The king also can also circumvent parliament through 
a constitutional mechanism that allows provisional legislation to be issued by the 
cabinet when parliament is not sitting or has been dissolved. The king also can issue 
royal decrees which are not subject to parliamentary scrutiny. 

Overall, political parties in Jordan are extremely weak, as the moderately 
fundamentalist Islamic Action Front (IAF) is the only well organized movement. 
Most parties represent narrow parochial interests and are composed of prominent 
individuals representing a particular family or tribe. There are approximately 36 
small parties in Jordan, consisting of an estimated 4,100 total members. 4 

The 1993 Election Law. The opposition in Jordan routinely criticizes the 
law governing national elections. After Islamists made gains in the 1989 
parliamentary elections, the government changed 5 the rules to a “one man, one vote” 
system that gives citizens one vote regardless of how many parliamentary seats 
represent their district. 6 When forced to choose just one representative, voters have 



2 During the late 1970s and early 1980s, the parliament was suspended and legislative 
powers reverted to the government. 

3 The king also is allowed to declare martial law and suspend the provisions of the 
constitution. See United Nations Development Program (UNDP), Programme on 
Governance in the Arab Region (POGAR), Historical Background of Jordan’s Constitution, 
available online at [http://www.undp-pogar.org/countries/constitution.asp?cid=7]. 

4 CRS interview with Jordanian lawmakers. May 2006. 

5 The 1993 law was adopted during a period when parliament was suspended. It has never 
received the formal approval of parliament, raising questions over its constitutional 
legitimacy. 

6 Under Jordan’ s system, electoral districts return several members to parliament, but a voter 
may vote for only one candidate. Seats are then awarded to as many of the highest-polling 

(continued...) 




